Histogenesis of the rat thymic medulla during first stages of development.
We investigated first stages of thymic medulla organisation in foetuses of Wistar strain rats. between 13th and 17th days of foetal life (GD). Medullary cells were identified by immunocytochemical localisation of neuron-specific enolase (NSE) as well as by traits of ultrastructure. The first thymic medullary precursor cells which were reactive for NSE were at first spread all over the thymic primordium. In the period of thymus colonisation by lymphoid cells, the following stages were distinguished in medulla organisation: (1) migration of NSE+ cells to the central portion of the thymus (GD 14-15), (2) small medullary epithelial patches, distributed within the thymus (GD 16), and (3) expansion of medullary patches into medullary compartment (GD 17). At the second and third stages of the medulla organisation, an increase in the number of NSE+ cells, followed by differentiation of their ultrastructure and increase in their biological activity were observed. We conclude that formation of medullary architectural pattern is controlled by interactions between maturing epithelial cells and developing lymphoid cells and by angiogenesis in the region.